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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this PhD project is to uncover writers’ and editors’ attitudes to the value of print 
relative to online publication; how value is constructed in the Australian literary field; and 
what the most significant changes for writers’ and editors’ work and careers may be made 
through digital technology.  
Short fiction is an important, though often overlooked form in Australia, most often 
published in literary journals. Some of the best-known Australian literary journals, such as 
Meanjin and Overland, have been running for over sixty years and published in print every 
quarter, but times are changing, and literary journals are expanding their reach and offerings 
online.  
In Australia, debate rages about the value of literary publications ‘going online’, and while 
some research from the US by Stephen Paling has shown that literary editors are actually 
deepening their values by using online technology, this project will seek to understand how 
the shift to digital publication affects writers: how they judge and value their work, whether 
these judgments are tied to print, and how and why they might change. In particular, this 
project questions how the dynamic between writers and cultural intermediaries determines 
what gives a work ‘literary value’. 
This paper presents an overview of the project: its background, questions, and 
methodological framework derived from publishing studies, cultural studies, and literary 
studies, but drawn chiefly from Pierre Bourdieu’s work in the sociology of literature and 
Howard Becker’s writings on the sociology of art.  
  
INTRODUCTION 
Commentary on the future of writing, from think-tanks such as The Institute for the Future of 
the Book (2013), online publications such as The literary platform (2013), and industry 
studies such as John Thompson’s Merchants of Culture (2012), have largely focused on the 
fate of the novel and the printed book. Meanwhile, very little research has investigated the 
effect of technology on short fiction, or its traditional publication medium in Australia – the 
literary journal. This is in spite of the fact that short fiction is acknowledged as an important 
literary form, and one integral to a writer’s artistic and professional development (Bennett, 
2002; Sorensen, 1993). US researcher Stephen Paling has conducted some small pilot studies, 
and my project draws from his findings and methodology. 
The last research into short fiction in Australia taking both writers’ and literary journal 
editors’ opinions into account was published in a special edition of Australian Literary 
Studies in 1981. This study focused on relationships between editors and writers, how the 
audience was considered, and how innovation and tradition were balanced. In short, the study 
sought to uncover what writers and editors valued, and how they were reacting to change in 
the form brought about by the ‘New Diversity’ movement of the 1970s (Gelder & Salzman, 
1989; Hergenhan, 1981, p146). 
My research will follow this 1981 study, also interrogating writers’ and editors’ reactions to 
change. The difference is that the most recent changes in the writing industry, and the values 
and practices of writers and editors, have not been brought about by cultural movements, but 
by technology.  
These facts have led me to formulate the two main questions I’m seeking to answer with my 
research: 
1. How are literary journals changing? Do their defining values and characteristics tie 
them to print, or are these enhanced by online technology?  
2. How does this affect writers and how they value their short fiction in different 
publishing formats? Does this change their practice?  
One of the most striking aspects of the intimate sphere of literary journal publishing in 
Australia is the vehement attachment to print, if not on behalf of editors, then at least on 
behalf of commentators in the national media. The bitter debate over the fate of Meanjin 
when its administrators seemed to propose a move to cut its print edition in favour of the 
digital led me to ask some secondary questions about how and why writers may feel attached 
to the printed form: 
3. How are writers’ and editors’ decisions influenced by concepts of literary value? 
4. How is literary value related to the dynamics of the Australian literary sphere? 
 
  
METHODOLOGY 
This study addresses ‘literary’ writing, a term that is much contested in the writing world. 
This project takes a sociological stance, so for the purposes of this study, the term ‘literary’ is 
used not through aesthetic judgment, but because it is the term used within the field to define 
itself. Journals such as Overland, The Griffith Review, Southerly, and Meanjin all refer to 
themselves as ‘literary’ quarterlies, and claim to publish ‘the best Australian writing’ 
(Literary Magazines Australia, 2010). 
Becker stresses that sociological study does not make aesthetic judgments, but ‘treats 
aesthetic judgments as characteristic phenomena of collective activity’ (Becker, 2008, p39). 
Furthermore, Becker writes that ‘Art worlds typically devote considerable attention to trying 
to decide what is and isn’t art, what is and isn’t their kind of art, and who is and isn’t an 
artist’ (Ibid, p36). According to Becker, then, ‘by observing how an art world makes those 
distinctions rather than trying to make them ourselves we can understand much of what goes 
on in that world’ (Ibid).  
This project will take precisely this stance, observing how and why decisions about 
publication – about perceived literary quality and value – are made by writers and editors, 
and particularly, how these decisions manifest in what is published online, and what in print. 
This is explored using three methods: 
 Mapping the field for short fiction publishing and literary journals in Australia. 
 Gathering data from short fiction writers on what they value and how they construct 
these ideas about value. This will be achieved through interviews, where possible, and 
questionnaires where interviews are impractical. 
 Gathering data from literary journal editors on how they make decisions about what 
work is published in what format, and whether the use of technology expands or 
contracts opportunities to express their values. This will be achieved through in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews and, if possible, some ethnographic observation of journal 
editors at work. 
 
  
THEORETICAL REVIEW 
TECHNOLOGY AND VALUE CHANGE IN THE LITERARY SPHERE 
In the US, researcher Stephen Paling has completed a series of pilot studies extending social 
informatics into the study of literary value and technology, gathering qualitative and 
quantitative data on how literary journal editors’ values are changing with technology (Paling 
& Nilan, 2006); how literary authors use information technology (Paling, 2008); and how 
values of literary community members are changing with the use of digital technology 
(Paling & Martin, 2011). Like this project, the goals of Paling’s research are to measure and 
understand how people working in the creative industries, like writers, editors, and 
publishers, value innovation, and to understand the role technology plays in how they form 
and transform their values and their field (Paling & Martin, 2011, p949). Paling is working to 
develop a methodology and set of questions that will enable the longitudinal study of writers 
and the literary field, and this study’s methodology is derived from his work (Ibid). 
Although some scholars, such as Paulson (1997), have argued that literary values and 
practices (such as those derived from the work of Pierre Bourdieu) are tied to print culture 
and that the literary community would resist technological change, Paling and his co-authors 
have interrogated Bourdieu’s basic principles to demonstrate that, at least in the case of 
literary editors, the opposite is true.  
FROM LITERARY FIELD TO ART WORLD 
The theoretical framework and vocabulary of Pierre Bourdieu, derived from works such as 
Distinction (1984), The Field of Cultural Production (1993), and The Rules of Art (1996), is 
key to the study of the sociology of literature and has been used in publishing studies such as 
John Thompson’s Merchants of Culture (2012). Bourdieu’s framework for understanding 
dynamics of the literary field helps explain tension between tradition and innovation; between 
new and established forms (such as print or online); how and why they are valued; the role of 
power of editors or creators; and how change occurs through the processes of subversion and 
consecration.  
According to the values Paling derived from Bourdieu, literary editors would prize 
innovation, autonomy, prestige over popularity, and would not necessarily pursue financial 
gain for their efforts. These values were indeed confirmed in the research (Paling & Nilan, 
2006), but Paling also found that although the use of technology did not ‘subvert’ editors’ 
values, they were not ‘consecrated’ in the traditional sense, either. Instead, Paling found that 
the use of digital technology by magazine editors intensified – deepened – these values, and 
he proposed another principle to characterise value change in the literary field – the 
‘intensifying use of technology’ to reflect this discovery.  
My most interesting finding from reading magazines, websites, editorials, and interviews 
with editors to map the field for short fiction publication in Australia is that editors, by and 
large, embrace technology, just as Paling’s research has found in the US. That said, 
Australian editors are equally eager to defend the printed article, and it will be interesting to 
discover why, and how this is related to the power writers values hold in the dynamics of the 
literary field. 
According to Bourdieu’s model, the loss of print publication would affect the field so much 
that it would collapse, a sentiment that has been expressed by journalist and critic Peter 
Craven, who asserted that if literary journal Meanjin went online, it would ‘cease to exist’ 
(Craven, 2010). But my research so far shows that the literary sphere is adapting, albeit 
slowly. 
Sociologist Howard Becker has proposed an alternative to Bourdieu’s model for the literary 
field – the art world – and I plan to test my findings against the two models proposed by these 
very different theorists, particularly when investigating research questions about how writers 
value their short fiction in different publishing formats, whether this changes their practice, 
and how literary value relates to the dynamics of the literary sphere. 
Howard Becker’s work introduced the notion of a 'world', which redefines many of the ideas 
that Bourdieu applied so convincingly to publishing, presenting a completely different way of 
thinking about relationships in cultural production, as well as change and flexibility in 
creative ecosystems. For Becker, ‘co-operation’ is the defining characteristic of the art world, 
which is unbounded, which may expand to fit more people doing more things – ‘the world is 
not a closed unit’ (Becker, 2008, p376).  
The art world’s permeability contrasts with Bourdieu’s ‘field’, which is bounded, and so has 
limited capacity to accept new agents and activities. The field is defined by competition for 
resources, particularly power. It is easy to imagine how a printed journal, with limited space, 
and narrow economic margins might match Bourdieu’s model, while the flexibility, cost 
effectiveness, and openness of online publication might match Becker’s art world. Digital 
writing activity seems to forego the rules of the ‘field’ that Bourdieu applied so well to the 
publishing industry, a place limited by ‘rules and practices that keep outsiders out’ (Ibid).  
THE ROLE OF THE INTERMEDIARY 
Another important aspect of the dynamics of short fiction and literary value has to do with the 
relationship between editors and writers, and the extent to which editors determine what is 
valuable, and what is not, by controlling what is published.  
My initial assumption had been that the system would operate hegemonically; that writers 
would follow the decisions of editors and construct value based on editors’ values, but it 
seems that the opposite is also true: that writers may be exerting influence over the decisions 
of editors, and that writers may value print journals more than their editors.  
For Bourdieu, two processes – the involvement of the intermediary, and the ‘material 
fabrication of the product’ (i.e. printing), safeguard the illusion of the creator’s ‘demiurgic 
capability’ – the legitimacy of the writer. For Bourdieu, and perhaps in the Australian short 
fiction field, the artist is made not by the work, nor by the reader, but by transferring an 
editor’s symbolic capital through the act of publication (Pierre Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993, 
pp167-168). 
Although it is now possible for short fiction writers to publish and distribute their own work 
digitally, the number of submissions to literary journals remains high. Authors seem to want 
their work vetted, and printed: they seem to need the stamp of value that publication gives 
them. The 1981 Australian Literary Studies questionnaire also raised the question of the 
influence of editors, but only a few writers commented on the relationship, singling out 
particular editors who had positively influenced their work. This research will uncover what 
dynamic operates between editors and writers to govern decisions about the value of what 
appears on paper, and what on screen. 
  
THE DYNAMICS OF THE FIELD 
STEPPING STONES: THE PLACE OF AUSTRALIAN LITERARY SHORT FICTION 
In a recent article on The Wheeler Centre’s blog, The Long View, Tony Birch laments the fact 
that short fiction, no matter how skilfully conceived, does not reach the mass audience that 
novels do: ‘The place of the short story in both Australian literary culture and the market 
remains subordinate to the novel, unfairly so.’ Birch identifies their publication in literary 
journals as part of the problem. Although their fiction is ‘of the highest quality’, writers are 
‘ignored outside a dedicated readership’ of magazine subscribers (Birch, 2012). 
Without enduring popularity, the short story has come to be seen as a career stepping stone, a 
place where writers ‘prove themselves’ before moving to the longer form, or ‘dabble’, once 
they have established their reputation in longer forms (Birch, 2012). Writers such as Peter 
Carey, Tim Winton, and Helen Garner, for example, all developed their craft and built their 
reputation by publishing short fiction in literary magazines before going on to publish novels 
(Bennett, 2002, p6; Sorensen, 1993), but have rarely returned to the form. When interviewed 
in 2008 for the Australia Council, Ivor Indyk and Sophie Cunningham, then editors of major 
Australian literary journals HEAT and Meanjin, identified the combined importance of 
literary journals’ publishing short fiction for writers’ career development – both for grant 
applications and approaching publishers and agents (Ommundsen & Jacklin, 2008, p81).  
But the relationship between short fiction and literary journals is symbiotic. Short fiction 
writers’ reliance on literary journals may be a major factor in the publications’ survival in any 
form. Comments from editor Geoff Lemon on Going Down Swinging’s submissions page in 
2012 revealed some frustration at the discrepancy between the journal’s popularity with 
writers and readers: 
‘And if you can, please grab a current copy of Going Down Swinging. Last year we 
received 3000 submissions from about 1500 artists. If each of those people bought 
one copy a year, we would never worry about funding again. If GDS is good enough 
to publish you, it might be worth spending a couple of pints on. Not to mention that 
readers are more likely to submit the kind of work we want to publish.’ 
(Lemon, 2012.) 
Furthermore, Overland has introduced a policy that gives preference to submissions from 
subscribers, saying ‘Overland relies on its subscribers for survival. For that reason, the 
editors prioritise submissions by subscribers’ (Overland, 2013b). The rationale seems to be 
that if you want to be published in the magazine, you should also support it and demonstrate 
some interest in its contents.  
HEAVENLY PROMISES: LITERARY JOURNALS ‘GO DIGITAL’ 
The size of the Australian book publishing industry, our small market for literary fiction, and 
even smaller market for short fiction in book form has meant that literary journals have been 
the principal place for short fiction writers to publish new work. Short fiction writers rely on 
literary journals to gain the prestige associated with being published but, over time, this 
prestige seems to have become associated with the printed artefact, and commentary on the 
proposal that literary journals should go online, some of it published in the national media, 
reveals a strong belief that work published in digital formats is somehow of lower value. 
The most public and intense debate has focused on Meanjin, one of Australia’s best-known 
and most prestigious literary journals. In 2008, Meanjin editor Ian Britain was ‘driven out’ 
and the board ‘spilled’ over debates about the magazine’s independence and print or digital 
future (Craven, 2010; Ommundsen & Jacklin, 2008), and in 2010 Sophie Cunningham, who 
succeeded Britain, resigned from her post due to disputes about transparency over the 
magazine’s fate, again, largely centred on the question of whether it should ‘go online’. In an 
article in The Age, Peter Craven articulated the strong emotional and cultural associations 
with print, asserting that ‘if Meanjin is taken online, it will cease effectively to exist’ (Craven, 
2010). 
Cunningham’s successors Sally Heath and now Zora Sanders have tried to dispel fears, 
publicly insisting that the magazine’s print edition must be retained. Also agreeing that it 
should have some online presence, as this could certainly result in increased readership 
(Blanchard, 2011; Wyndham, 2013). 
Some journals, such as Wet Ink, which published new writing for seven years, chose to cease 
production rather than ‘go digital’. As editor Phillip Edmonds wrote when closing the 
magazine in 2012, ‘it isn’t for us a meaningful alternative’ (Edmonds, 2012). 
Although never abundant, subscriptions for quarterly literary journals languish, sometimes in 
the hundreds. The majority of these subscriptions go to libraries and organisations, rather 
than individual readers, and so most Australian literary journals are supported by grants from 
the Literature Board of The Australia Council for the Arts and other large institutions, such as 
Melbourne University, which supports Meanjin, and Sydney University, which supports 
Southerly (Meanjin, 2013, Southerly, 2013). With pressure from funding bodies to cut costs 
and expand readerships, it is little wonder that literary journal editors and administrators are 
drawn by the ‘heavenly promises of weightlessness and ubiquity’ offered by digital 
publication (Indyk, 2011). 
As Paling’s research shows in the US, editors of literary magazines in Australia seem to have 
found that digital technology allows them to fulfil their values even better than before. In a 
recent editorial of Overland, Jeff Sparrow wrote that ‘Overland has now become more a 
project than a particular format’. Once only a print journal, it now provides new online 
content every few days, hosts events, and has released e-books (Sparrow, 2013). Although 
writing a valedictory editorial for HEAT’s final print magazine in 2011, Ivor Indyk declares a 
great deal of hope for literary journals in digital form. Indyk indicates a possible digital return 
for the journal, saying ‘I can’t see that much will be lost, not compared to what is to be 
gained’. For Indyk, digital format may turn the weakness of the literary journal – its 
eclecticism – into a strength, better suited to a variety of readers, he says, who might like to 
feast on a smorgasbord of literary forms, or select only a few pieces to their own liking 
(Indyk, 2011).  
This is contrary to my initial hypothesis, which assumed that value in the literary sphere was 
determined by agents with power, i.e. publsihers and editors, rather than writers. Now it 
appears that writers are influencing editors’ decisions. In the editorial for the Winter 2013 
edition of Overland, the first reason Jeff Sparrow gave for continuing print publication of the 
journal was that ‘Print remains the preferred format for most poets and creative writers in 
Australia. That may, of course, change but for the time being most authors want a physical 
copy of their work’ (Overland, 2013c). 
While literary journal editors, accountable to funding bodies and the state, are pushed to 
expand their readerships, and logically, are expanding digitally, literary writers do not 
necessarily seek increased readerships or popularity. As Ivor Indyk put it, ‘If you dedicate 
yourself to literary then you dedicate yourself to a small readership’ (Ommundsen & Jacklin, 
2008, p84). For Bourdieu, popularity is not the writer’s end goal. Indeed, it should be quite 
the opposite, with the esteem of peers and agents of power earning much higher value. 
Bourdieu saw the economics of the literary field behaving like an ‘anti-market’ where the 
logic of the ordinary economy is inverted and hidden behind a ‘veil of indifference’. The 
more cultural producers or artists produce ‘art for art’s sake’ – symbolic goods – the greater 
they distance themselves from economic gain, the more symbolic capital they are awarded. 
Conversely, the more ‘commercially or popularly successful the art – the more, that is, it 
addresses the marketplace – the less it is prized by symbolically dominant groups’ (P. 
Bourdieu, 1996, p83; Rooney, 2001, pp79-80). Under Bourdieu’s model, it makes sense for 
writers to produce work that is difficult to obtain, rare, and ‘unpopular’.  
Although ostensibly supporting digital publication of short fiction, it could be that 
administrative decisions made by literary journal editors are actually perpetuating beliefs 
about the value of print, paying writers more for print publication, although it is unclear 
whether this is done because this is what writers demand or expect. 
Lury describes the importance of the intermediary in transforming the cultural value of the 
author into exchange value. The legal and operational ramifications of this process have been 
particularly easy to see in the age of print, with the establishment of copyright, regional 
rights, royalties and advances all based around the reproduction and distribution of the 
material object. According to Lury, authors and intermediaries developed a ‘shared aesthetic 
discourse in the sense that they collectively worked to define the standards by which cultural 
works were selected for distribution and promotion.’ (Lury, 1993, p27).  
Assuming print is more ‘meaningful’ for writers than digital publication, it might be fair that 
writers be offered lower payment relative to online publication in return for the symbolic 
value that print publication afforded them, editors perhaps also taking into account that the 
cost of making and distributing print magazines is far greater. That print publication is more 
rewarding for writers in economic terms as well could well be another reason that writers 
prefer it. Meanjin, for example, pays $0.20 cents per word of printed prose, but a flat rate of 
$50 dollars for online publications. Similar rates apply at Overland. For a standard 2000-
word short story, a writer would be paid $400 dollars if published in print, eight times the 
payment for digital publication (Meanjin, 2013; Overland, 2013a).  
PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 
I have just begun gathering data from writers and am still in the very early stages of this 
phase of my research. 
One unforeseen difficulty has been the reluctance of quite a number of writers in the field to 
take part in an interview, with most of the first round of writers I approached replying that 
they had too little time. A number of writers were travelling overseas and could not commit 
to a 1-hour interview. Furthermore, it has proven quite difficult to track down some writers, 
and approaching them through their publishers has been only moderately successful. I have 
since revised my approach email and have expanded the options I give writers for responding 
to include a phone interview or brief email questionnaire and have high hopes for the second 
round of invitations.  
Of the two semi-structured interviews I have conducted, both writers strongly believed that 
print publication was ‘worth more’ and had ‘more prestige’ than digital publication (Holland, 
2013, McGowan, 2013). Both writers identified the economic investment in a printed story as 
the key indicator of an equivalent symbolic investment in their work: ‘if someone is taking a 
money gamble on your work, they probably really believe in this’, and asserted a strong 
connection with the printed artefact and the process that made their work ‘material’, as one 
writer said, ‘bringing it into being’ (Holland, 2013). 
Both writers were also very willing to base their valuation of their own work on the judgment 
of editors and publishers, one stating that: ‘if they’re out there fighting on your behalf, you 
know your work has value’ (Holland, 2013). 
CONCLUSION 
While I am still in the early stages of data collection, my work so far mapping the field for 
Australian short fiction and literary journals has uncovered some interesting findings. When I 
began this research it was with the assumption that literary journal editors would resist 
change, but it seems that they are, on the whole, adopting online technology as it provides an 
opportunity to intensify their activities and values.  
I also assumed that the literary sphere would operate under a hegemonic model such as that 
which Bourdieu proposes, with agents of power – literary editors – influencing how writers 
value their work and in what format. In short, I assumed that literary journal editors would be 
tied to print, and writers would follow. My work so far demonstrates that the opposite may be 
true, and that influence certainly flows both ways, with writers’ needs taken into account by 
editors who continue print publication – dynamic that fits Howard Becker’s ‘co-operative’ 
model more readily than Bourdieu’s framework. 
My next activities will be to test these new assumptions further by continuing interviews with 
writers, then turning to in-depth, semi-structured interviews with literary journal editors to 
synthesise a balanced view of the how people in the Australian literary sphere are reacting to 
remarkable change. 
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